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My middle child is named Abram. 15 years ago, when he was born, the 
announcement was made to the congregation where I was serving as an 
associate pastor. 

That week, a few of the church ladies went to the other associate pastor 
(one Pastor Bart Roush) to express some concern about the name choice. 
“So, Erica named this baby Abram. Do you think she knows that God 
changed his name to Abraham?” Bart informed them that, yes, he was 
pretty sure I was aware that this name change had happened, because I 
had done a little Old Testament study in seminary. 

Abram is not TOTALLY named after the Bible Abram, and why we 
picked that name, and why he is named Abram and not Abraham is a 
whole other story, but when my spouse Erik and I settled on the name 
Abram, we did actually like the little twist to the story that our Abram 
was named after someone whom God called, and who called into 
another name, we are all imperfect, we are all never quite done 
becoming who God will call us to be… 

And, of course, anytime you name a baby after someone else, you’re 
both honoring that person, but also contending with the fact that no one 
is perfect. And we can own that right away this morning, Bible Abram is 
not really a great hero or role model. He’s beyond an imperfect choice 
for God’s call. God promises that he’ll make Abram’s descendants too 
many to count, but, as the author of Hebrews puts it, Abram is so old 
he’s “as good as dead.” Same story for his wife Sarai. Abram’s path in 



2 

following God’s call is going to be filled with twists and turns where he 
screws up, hurts people, backs out of the deal, gets scared, and generally 
makes a mess. 

Debbie Blue, founding pastor of House of Mercy church in St Paul, and 
one of my favorite preachers, says this about the flawed people in Bible 
stories: 

The Bible is not good propaganda. This is one of the things I like best 
about it. 

Its heroes often lie, steal, and drink too much. Institutions are 
established and then undermined by counternarratives that expose their 
corruption. Seeds for the undoing of the official narratives are always 
being planted. Stories are told and then revised; the people of God are 
condemned and redeemed. 

The Bible is not a slick promotional tool for a nation or an institution or 
even a particular set of beliefs as much as it is a witness to a God who is 
profoundly alive—and always a little outside the sphere of what we 
know. 

https://www.christiancentury.org/article/2014-11/other-woman 

In other words, the point of these stories about God’s people is not that 
we should behave like them. Maybe the point is that we will behave like 
them, and God is going to work with us anyway. 

Personally, I find this comforting because the problems of the world are 
pretty overwhelming, and I’m pretty sure that I’m not up to the task of 
fixing them. I’ll give it a go, but I know myself well enough to know 
that path is going to be filled with twists and turns where I screw up, 
hurt people, back out of the deal, get scared, and generally make a mess. 

https://www.christiancentury.org/article/2014-11/other-woman
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God’s call to Abram in actually comes at a pivot point in the Genesis 
telling of the human story. There’s sort of been human disaster after 
disaster in listening to God’s call: Adam and Eve, the flood, Noah after 
the flood. And now, this call to Abram comes right after the story of 
Babel, all the people of the earth come together and figure that the way 
to make themselves great is to band together, flatten out their diversity, 
and create one mono-language and mono-culture, and then they build a 
tower that gets them high up into the heavens, just like a god. They are 
sacrificing the individual dignity and diversity of humanity for a 
collectivism that is about power and control. 

(Side note, the Vatican just released Pope Leo’s encyclical on AI. We’re 
not Catholic, of course, and we have a number of disagreements with the 
Catholics. But big swaths of our theology actually do overlap, and I 
suspect what Leo has put out has a lot of potential to be a conversation 
starter for progressive protestants about the ethics of AI. The Babel story 
plays an important role in this, one of the more liberal Catholic 
publications, in summarizing the encyclical says this about how the Pope 
frames the Babel story in relationship to AI. Babel stands for the 
technocratic dream of a humanity homogenized under a single 
algorithmic language, sacrificing the dignity of persons to efficiency. 
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/spadaro-leo-olah-ai-technology-
magnifica-humanitas) 

The monoculture and monolanguage, the accumulation of power into 
one central group of humans, was not what God intended at the 
beginning of Genesis God tells Adam and Eve (At that point in the story, 
all the people of the earth, literally made from the earth) that they are to 
multiply and cultivate. God’s intention is that they will fill the earth with 
diversity, much like God did in creating everything wild and wooly and 
DIVERSE in the plants and animals and stars and heavenly bodies. 

https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/spadaro-leo-olah-ai-technology-magnifica-humanitas
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/spadaro-leo-olah-ai-technology-magnifica-humanitas
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God’s perfect world is not about humans strong-arming control over 
everything by making everything the same. 

So, God’s call to Abram is sort of the point where God throws up God’s 
arms and is like, “OK, we’re going to try one more time.” 

And that’s where we get this call to Abram, and God’s promise to 
Abram. 

And here’s where the Babel story is important. The promise to Abram 
(and Sarai, and honestly Abram’s whole household, because that’s how 
these things worked back them), the promise is not *mostly* about 
blessing them. Their blessing is all for the sake not of themselves, but 
for the ultimate purpose of blessing others. They are blessed to be a 
blessing. 

They are not blessed to make ONE family of all the earth, this is not 
about dominion or monoculture. They are blessed to bless all the 
families of the earth, in other words, they are not absorbing others into 
themselves (conquering them or making them in their own image). They 
are building on the diversity of what God created, cultivating that 
diversity with their blessing. 

God is asking Abram to join in a project of universal blessing for all the 
peoples and families of the earth, not universal sameness. God is not 
going to make all the families one, God is going to bless them all 
through Abram. 

Just after God calls Abram in Genesis, Abram does a thing that he will 
do a number of times in life, he builds an altar, basically a pile of stones 
that will serve as a physical reminder of the big thing that happened 
here. 
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The call of Abram is an altar story. We come across this story in the 
pages of the Bible like travelers coming across stones piled in the 
wilderness, and we know that something happened here. 

The Christian tradition still orients itself back to this story of Abram’s 
call when we are setting out on a new call, or a new venture. We read 
this story, and like the author of Hebrews, we include Abraham and 
Sarah in this list of people who have (imperfectly) stepped out in faith 
and (imperfectly) followed God on this mission to bless all the people of 
the earth. 

That list culminates in that gorgeous image in Hebrews of a cloud of 
witnesses, the end of the list in chapter 11, the beginning of chapter 12: 

Therefore, since we also have such a large cloud of witnesses 
surrounding us, let us lay aside every hindrance and the sin that so 
easily ensnares us. Let us run with endurance the race that lies 
before us, keeping our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of 
our faith. 

A reminder that we are surrounded by (imperfect) people, who are so 
many that they are a cloud. Imagine a stadium full of people cheering on 
athletes at a track mee,: a cloud of sound, a cloud of faces. 

I hope we can each look around this room and see part of that cloud; and 
that you can take that vision with you when you are not here and know 
that there are people who are rooting for you. 

Violette, Ngadhe, Olivia, Nat; I want to thank you all for coming here 
today to let us take a few hours to recognize you, to honor you, to more 
or less place a marker in your journeys as you each go on to something 
new. 
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Because your presence today with us really does serve as an altar, we 
can look at each of you, and it’s a reminder not just of where you are, 
but of where each of us has been, other times and places in our lives 
where we’ve ventured out when we’re called to a new thing. 

Your presence with us today is a gift to us, both because we love you 
and we wish the best in your next chapters, and also because it reminds 
us of our past chapters. 

We are confident that you all know that God has given you gifts not just 
for yourselves, so that you might bless others, so that you might go out 
into the world like Abram and Sarai, and (imperfectly) follow God’s call 
to bless the world in all of its beautiful diversity and wonder. You are not 
going out to fix everything that has gone wrong, or to conquer the world. 
You’re going out to follow a God who loves you and calls you. 

Meta Herrick Carlson is a pastor in Minneapolis, and a poet, and in a 
blessing for graduates, she ends with these words. They’re true for all of 
us, and I can’t say it better: 

You are being sent to speak what is true to do, what is kind to give, 
what is necessary, so that your knowledge and mystery are alive in 
the world for all to share. 

– Meta Herrick Carlson 


